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THE FAR EAST, 1894-1903
In the 1890's and the early 1900's the political ambitions of St. Petersburg were focused on the Far East. In the opinion of Russia's leading statesmen the Trans-Siberian railway, which was slowly approaching completion, opened boundless vistas of Russian domination over China. In a report submitted to Emperor Alexander III (November 6, 1892), Witte, then newly appointed minister of finance, held that the Trans-Siberian line would eventually supersede the Suez Canal as the principal trade route to China and would flood Chinese markets with Russian goods. He advocated a Sino-Russian alliance as the best means of undermining the colonial supremacy of Great Britain, and pictured St. Petersburg in the part of arbiter between Asia and the western world. Reliable rapid communications linking Vladivostok with the metropolis would, in Witte's opinion, allow the strengthening of the Russian Pacific fleet and—in an international emergency—make the imperial navy master of "the entire commercial traffic of the Pacific." Eight years later (in 1900) Witte argued that the control of the Manchurian railway assured Russian predominance in the whole of China, including her rich southern provinces, and he consistently held that Russian objectives could be attained by "peaceful penetration/7 Exaggerated and, in part, illusory as were these schemes, they captured the imagination of nationalistic-minded Russians. Nebulous metaphysics was allied with faulty economics. Prince E. E. Ukhtomsky, an influential journalist and student of Buddhism and oriental art, as well as an administrator and a diplomat, extolled the spiritual kinship of Russia and Asia and wrote ecstatically about Russia's "Asiatic mission."
Nicholas was impressed by the arguments of Witte and by the rhetoric of Ukhtomsky, who had accompanied him on the voyage round the world. Emperor William of Germany encouraged Russian Far Eastern plans, partly because he wished to divert the attention of St. Petersburg from Europe and partly because he believed in the "yeUow peril." Since Vladivostok was icebound several months a year, the execution of the Russian program required the acquisition of an ice-free port on the Pacific coast. "It is absolutely necessary that Russia should have a port open all year," the tsar wrote in April, 1895, in the margin of a report of the foreign minister. "This port must be on the littoral (southeastern Korea) and must be connected by a

